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Article 4

Phil Vander Weele

THE JIM CROW MYSTERY
One musty evening in Fowlersville, Alabama, a stranger
riding on a horse stopped and quickly dismounted in front of
the old inn which was on the outskirts of the town. The time
was about 1850, a decade or so before the Civil War. The
stranger looked cautiously around , and then, convinced that
no one was in sight, he opened the old rusty door and slipped
inside. He locked the door behind him .
For most of the year the inn was the main attraction of the
town. But during the summer months the proprietor of the
inn would regularly close the place down with the explanation
that he was going to visit his aged mother in Washtenaw Falls,
New York. Some people doubted this - and with good reason,
as we shall see.
What the stranger did not know is that the proprietor had
arranged for a boy to check the inn from time to time, and
that during his last visit the boy had failed to lock the door
leading into the inn. The stranger could tell as he looked around
that the inn must have served as the meeting place for the men
of the town. He suspected that it also housed travellers. The
inn, he noticed, was very old and everything in it was antique.
In one corner was a ten-foot tall grandfather clock. Its black
bold Roman numerals were faded, and the minute hand had
an inch missing from it. But it still bore the delicate designs
which had been hand-carved by its maker. But most mysterious
of all was the cabinet door below the face of the clock. The
door had a silver keyhole just begging for the right key to be
inserted into it. No one , not even the manager of the inn,
claimed to have the key that would open the door. Many visitors to the inn had tried with extraordinary keys, keys which
they had picked up from who-knows-where, to open the door,
but all had failed. The silver plating around the door was tarnished but still held as a reminder of the grandeur of the era
of which it was a part.
In the middle of the room were three old tables arranged in
the shape of a triangle. There were many dents and scratches,
and some pieces and chips were missing from both the tops
and the legs. But still the old heavy oak was ready to hold a
man's drink on a second's notice. The counter door was locked,
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but an agile man could easily climb over it. The shelves above
the counter were empty - apparently empty, that is. At a
second glance, one noticed an oddity - an old stuffed crow
whose eyes seemed to scan the whole room at one time.
The old rickety stairs leading to the guests' quarters had
been roped off before the owner had left for his annual "vacation." In the corner across from the clock were three large
barrels that had formerly held beer. These , too, showed signs
of heavy wear. A door led down to the cellar of the inn, but
it had been locked before the proprietor had left. The stranger
pulled the shade over the window and calmly surveyed the
scene.
He know this place because he had been here once before.
Nobody, of course, had known him that first time because he
was a complete stranger, a here-today-gone-tomorrow guest.
He had made in his mind a map of the main floor, and it was
he who on his earlier visit had carefully and secretly marked a
shallow round hole on one of the tables.
The stranger's father had sailed the seas as a pirate and
smuggler. He had also been captured and served a sentence in
jail. But during his time in prison he had caught tuberculosis
and had died a week after his release. He had made out a will
and delivered it to his son. It wasn't a legal will; it only gave the
son the house which he was already occupying since his father's
imprisonment. But most important of all was the note his
father had written. He took it out to read it for the fiftieth
time:
You know I have wasted my life in crime, piracy,
killing and imprisonment. I have brought shame
upon you and wish that I could only live my life
again. Since I can't, and since I will die soon, I
want to take this opportunity to warn you against
such foolishness. I would not have you live a !ife
like mine ; rather, I want you to be able to spend
your life in comfort. Do you think I am insane?
I know you have reason to think so, for I unfortunately have not a penny to my name. But just
heed my words carefully and you will become
rich.
As you know, I was a close friend of Black beard's
great-great-grandson - the only close friend he
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had. Before he was executed, he told me this
secret:
'I have a map hidden, which leads to all the treasure of Blackbeard. When you get out of prison,
the treasure is yours.'
Now, son , read this carefully and at the right
time you must get the map. I don't know where
the treasure is. Only Blackbeard's great-greatgrandson knew that, but I do know where the
map is.
When you enter the inn at Fowlersville you will
see three tables. Directly even with the door you
enter, you will see a table leg. Part of the inside
leg of this table has been hollowed out by Blackbeard himself. In here you will find the map .
That's all I know , and Blackbeard's great-greatgrandson swore to me it was the truth. The rest
you must do yourself.
The stranger had gotten that note on the day of his father's
death three months ago . Although he had no proof that there
was a treasure , the thought of gold had made him gullible so
that he would believe almost anything. The day after his father
died, he had come to the inn and had carefully marked the
spot in the table.

****
Now he walked to the table with his mark on it. He noticed
a knob on the leg of the table right near the top. It was in the
middle and covered about half the leg. He tried turning this
knob.To his surprise, it moved. This revealed a hollow opening
in the leg. He saw a white slip of paper and grabbed it eagerly.
It had been folded many times, but the paper was in good condition, considering how long it appeared to have been in the
table leg. He unfolded it eagerly but carefully. When he opened
it, he saw not a map but a note. It read: "Well, Jim (Jim was his
father's name), I see you have come for the treasure. You are
the only man worthy of this." At this the man became angry.
He hated to think his father worthy of anything by a pirate's
standards. He continued reading: "The treasure won't be easy
for you to find. It will take a man with your wit and intelli-
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gence to figure it out. And curses to anyone but Jim who finds
this note." There was also a riddle in the note. It appeared at
the end, as a postscript. It went like this: Sailors climb to this
bird's nest to get a good view of the endless blue.
He pondered this question for awhile, but was completely
baffled. "Sailors" - a very likely subject for a pirate to think
of. "Ships" - a pirate's home. "The endless blue" - that must
be the ocean, or the sky. "Nest?" He looked around the room .
The grandfather clock stood as solemn as ever. The barrels held
their peace. Then he turned to the counter and surveyed the
shelves. "Funny thing," he thought; "that they should leave
that old stuffed crow on there." "CROW'S NEST!" - of
course.
He rushed over, grabbed a nearby chair, and pulled it to the
counter. He hopped on the chair and got on the counter. He
reached for the crow, but was careful not to damage it in any
way. He took it down and went back to the table to look at
it. It looked like an ordinary crow at first glance. He had shooed
hundreds of them out of his small corn patch. But after looking it over carefully, he noticed that the eyes were of different
colors. This was possible with a crow, but after careful examination he thought that one looked bigger and shinier than the .
other. He pulled on it, and out it came. It was a marble that
had been placed there instead of the eye. He saw in the stuffing
of the bird a scrap of paper. It was too big to get out by pulling it through the eye hole, so he took out his pocket knife and
skillfully slit open the crow, being careful not to hurt or damage
the paper in any way. This paper, too, was folded many times.
When he got it open, he saw a blank sheet of paper. At the
same time he heard something drop to the floor. He quickly
. got up and searched the floor. It didn't take him long to find
what he thought had fallen - a key.
First he walked over to the basement door and tried the key.
It wouldn't even go into the hole. He pondered where to try
next, since there were no other doors except the one leading
outside. He considered going upstairs but decided against it .
The note from his father had mentioned only the first floor.
He felt hungry and wondered what time it was. He pulled
out his watch but he had forgotten to set and wind it that
morning. He glanced up at the grandfather clock - but it had
stopped running. His eyes dropped down. He set them on the
small door and saw something silver. Smiling, he walked over,
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inserted the key - and sure enough, it fit!
He turned the key and the door swung open. Was the small
cabinet filled with gold, silver, and jewels? No. Only a lot of
dust flew out. Inside was one thing: an old dirty greasy oil
lamp which some old ship must have used at sea. He picked
up the lamp and prepared to hurl it across the room in disgust.
He decided against it, however, for he did not want to attract anyone to the inn. He decided to think about the mystery
of his so-far unsuccessful treasure hunt after he had eaten the
small sack lunch that he had brought with him.

****
About a mile and a half away there were five quick splashes
into the muddy river. Several shots were fired at the swimmers.
One man shouted, "Let's head them off at the ford." The men
and their bloodhounds raced through the thick underbrush and
headed for a low fording point in the river.
The men swimming seemed to be making slow progress and
the other side of the river looked miles away. The posse and
their dogs reached the fording point. They splashed their way
across. It soon became obvious that they would reach the
other side before the swimmers. They stopped for a moment
to take a few more pot shots. Then they started to go again,
but one of the men screamed. On the other bank a long scaly
water monster slipped in and dived under. Having a giant alligator swimming under water toward you is not the nicest
feeling. Then one of the men felt razor-sharp teeth in his leg.
He went down and blood oozed to the surface. The men all
panicked. They ran in different directions and thrashed about
wildly with their guns.
The swimmers, taking advantage of the bloody delay, added
an extra spurt of strength to their swimming. They reached
shore and, being led by one man, they ditched into the forest
that encompassed Fowlersville for miles around.
Their leader knew his way very well as he skillfully led them
through the forest. He had lived in Fowlersville all his life and
had played in these very woods when he was a boy. They
reached the outskirts of town where the forest ended. Since
people were at supper, there was no sign of life. He quickly
motioned the others to follow him. They ran across the dirt
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road and dived into a tall grass field and began to crawl. They
went on an angle toward town but going away from the road .
A half hour of painful progress found them about two hundred yards from the inn. Their leader rose, quickly looked
around, and hit the dirt again. They heard all too plainly the
bark of dogs across the field.
"We'll have to run for it ," the man in charge whispered.
"Follow me and do what I do. One, two, three, go!" The man
got up and ran toward the inn. The way they tore through
the high grass gave them the sensation that they were flying.
Shots whizzed over their heads. The bloodhounds were closing in on them. They didn't turn back to look, but they could
tell from their blood-curdling yelps. They were panting hard
for breath and were totally exhausted.
One of the posse members yelled, "I'll cover the door. We'll
have 'em trapped in nothing flat." Men coming from the field
covered all possibilities of escape. The dogs were coming closer
and closer. Then, when they were ten feet from the inn, the
leader dove head first, straight at the wall. The other four men
simultaneously did the same.
The head man ran his hand along the wall, and then apparently felt something that satisfied him. "Get ready to move ," he
whispered. He then pushed against the wall and a fake brick
tipped over sideways, giving them entrance through the wall.
One by one the men ducked through. Their leader was last,
and as he climbed through he pushed the "brick" up again,
leaving no trace of the men . Five men were standing on a narrow ledge which was on top of an enclosed tunnel-chute
sloping downward to the right.
Their commander motioned without a sound for them to
slide down and put his finger to his lips as a signal for them to
be quiet. After their slide ended they found themselves in a
cold, damp , but clean subterranean tunnel thirty feet below
the basement of the inn.
The dogs, only moments after the last man had slipped
through the fake wall , rushed to the spot and were baffled
by finding a dead-end trail. They ran around hopelessly trying to pick up the scent. Finally they whined for their masters.
Two of them came running.
"So you got dem niggers and their good-for-nothing friends
trapped , do you?" one of them shouted. ''I'm gonna put buckshot in their heads. Especially after what that alligator did to
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poor Charlie."
But when they reached the spot they saw nothing but thin
air. The men rushed back to the rest of their group . "They've
escaped our dogs," they shouted . "Must have doubled back
and headed for the forest," one of them said. "Let's go after
them. Maybe our dogs cari pick up their scent again." And
off they went, dogs yelping and rifles cocked , running as fast
as they could.

****
While this manhunt was taking place, the stranger in the inn
had just finished his lunch and was growing more suspicious and
uneasy at the smallest sound . When he heard the commotion
outside, he assumed that somebody was coming for his treasure.
He jumped up, stuffed the crow in his coat pocket, wrinkled
up the piece of paper, and ran over to the grandfather clock,
put in the cabinet all signs of his meal , and, after some reflection , placed the lamp in the cabinet also. Then he locked it with
his precious key. With the key in one hand , he pulled from his
belt a concealed and loaded pistol and dashed upstairs.
He was a bit surprised at t_he shabbiness of the rooms. Most
had an old rickety bed , and a small closet. He entered a room
that had a window overlooking the scene. The window was in
a corner of the upstairs inn. The inn itself was of a rectangular
shape with two stories showing and the basement below the
ground. The door was on the short side of the wall facing town .
There was a window on both parts of the wall coming together
at the corner. This gave him the best view possible of the posse
by the door and the runaways.
He got to the window while the mad race through the field
was going on. When he saw part of the posse with their guns
run in toward the door of the inn , he noiselessly opened the
window several inches and took careful aim . But when he saw
they meant only to set a blockade, he turned his attention to
the other window and the people they were firing at.
He saw five people , four of them negroes, running toward
the inn. He saw them dive toward the inn , but being right above
them, that was all he saw. But from the actions of the posse
he concluded that the runaways had escaped. He did not , however,
believe that they were really gone. The bloodhounds would have
had them by this time. It made him feel uneasy to think that
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they might be around the inn. He made a thorough search of
the upstairs. Nothing . He went back to the main floor. Not a
sign of life. Once again he walked over the door supposedly
leading downstairs. Still locked. He peeped out the window.
Everything was dead as a doorknob .
He walked over to the barrels and noticed that in one of
them there was a large wooden ladle protruding through a
hole in the cover. He pushed on it and, to his immense surprise, the barrel tipped over sideways, forming a dark opening
in a fake portion of wall.
·
He edged towards the opening and looked into it but could
see nothing because of the darkness. His foot slipped and he
fell down. The opening had been sloping downwards and he
found himself sliding in that same direction. As he neared the
bottom, there was a dim light and he could see in front of
him a black wall. He tried to stop himself but found that this
was impossible because he had picked up so much momentum.
He put his arms over his head and hoped fof the best.
As he hit the wall he felt it fly up and he went right through.
He found that it was a piece of leather tied loosely . to
give ,.it . . r ·
•
the appearance of a wall.
.. . . .
He was now in the same network of tunnels occupied by . r
five other men - refugees who knew nothing at;,ourtreas.~ri .
but plenty about bullets, bloodhounds , and posses.
· '
It took him a while to get his eyes accustomed to the
dark. He looked back again at the "leather wall." He wiped
his hand over his forehead. He saw a tunnel straight ahead of
him and to his right. He chose to go to the right mainly because it was lighter. As he dropped his gaze to the ground, he
noticed a dusty wrinkled piece of paper near the mouth of the
slide from which he had just emerged. He looked at it and immediately recognized that it was a map of the first floor of the
inn and the tunnel system he was now in. The sketch showed
very plainly the barrels and the chute he had come down on.
He saw another tunnel shooting out and he recognized it as the
one he was walking in . It turned left, and then right. At the
upper end of the tunnel on the map was an X.
Blackbeard , he mused, must have known about this tunnel.
"He surely was a cagey rascal," he muttered aloud. What the
stranger didn't know was that John Mc Millan, the proprietor
of the inn, in order to help runaway slaves, had built a system
of subterranean tunnels that would have made Blackbeard turn

23

over in his grave! But he was to find out sooner than one would
expect.
As he continued down the tunnel, he noticed another "leather wall" and it was unmistakably flapping back and forth. He
stopped short. There was no wind at all . Someone had recently
climbed up that tunnel!
He looked again at the map in his sweating palm. There was
no sign of it on the map. His fever for treasure began to grip
him and he came to the conclusion that someone was trying
to get his map.
Drawing his gun from his belt he went through the "wall"
and began walking up very quietly.
The proprietor, John , as he was called by the runaways he
helped , had started up the tunnel which went up behind a wall
of the first floor to a trap door on the floor of the second . John
had hidden some non-perishable food there for just such a
situation as this.
John reached the top and opened the trap door. He was
greeted by the barking of dogs. The posse was returning! John
quickly crawled out and grabbed the food . But in his rush, his
back leg knocked down the trap door.
The stranger coming up the tunnel heard the door slam shut.
He poised himself against the tunnel wall in a shadow, gun
ready.
The posse was coming to the inn door and the dogs were
uncontrollable in their yelps. John tried to open the door, but
the old hinges were so rusty that the door wouldn't budge.
The four men below the inn couldn't hear the dogs, but
they felt danger at hand.
Now the posse was in the inn, throwing things around and
swearing angrily on the first floor.
John, frustrated , tried to open the trap door.
The posse started tramping upstairs . And as they arrived ,
they began to search the rooms.
John was sweating and tired . He gave one last tug. As if a
dam was bursting, the doors flew open . When John prepared
to crawl down, he was looking into the pistol barrel of the
stranger. He didn't have a lot of time to think. The posse was
two rooms away and he could hear all too plainly what the
men were going to do to the runaways they caught. Helping
runaways had made John a quick thinker and a man of quick
action. In fact, he saw the gunman almost before the gunman
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saw him.
John had an apple in his hand. Quick as lightning, his arm
flashed back. Before a word could be spoken or a shot fired,
the gunman found hard-thrown apple in his face . It hurt him,
and it surprised him. The gun slipped out of his hand. John
dove through the opening and threw himself at the man's legs
trying to take him down with a cross-body block. It worked
perfectly. The gunman fell flat on his stomach and head . It
knocked him unconscious. John shut the trap door and found
himself almost in a different world. It was quite dark and calm
as it always was. He would never know if the posse did go into
that room or not.
He carried the unconscious man over his shoillder down the
chute. All the runaways met him at the bottom. But before a
question was asked, John turned right, walked down the tunnel
to a third "leather wall." He carried the man through this and
walked up. It was not a very long walk. He reached a door, opened
it, and lugged the stranger into the room that the door led to.
"He'll be O.K. in the basement ," John told his companions.
"When he comes to , he can walk up the stairs, unlock the door,
and find himself on the first floor. I'll bet he'll wonder how he
got there," John added, laughing heartily.
One of the runaways held a piece of paper that the man had
dropped. "Hey, John, a treasure map!"
"Oh, that ," he said in scorn. "There is no treasure! When I
heard rumors about Blackbeard.'s treasure being hidden here I
used a series of phony clues as a cover-up for hiding you guys
in these tunnels. I didn't think anyone would believe it, though!"
The stranger, who though groggy was not completely unconscious, could hear what John was telling the runaways. The
stranger also learned from his unintentional eavesdropping
that John had once gone to visit his own father in prison. He
knew that Jim (the stranger's father) was going insane and that
he was also serving a sentence for pirating. Hoping to give him
something to occupy his mind , John had given Jim the map of
the inn where the treasure was supposely buried. By the time he
had finished writing the note about the map, he had come to
believe its contents himself. That was why he willed the map
and the note to his son.
This was what had brought the stranger to Fowlersville. But
he made up his mind, as he listened, that he would get out of
the town as soon as possible and never open his mouth about
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it to anyone.
Suddenly John and the freedom-bound runaways heard
something slide softly down the chute. They jumped in alarm
and hid themselves. Then they heard something fall to the floor.
John cautiously went over to investigate. The object he saw
had apparently fallen from the stranger's pocket when John
had knocked him out.
There, on the floor, was the slitted crow.
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